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Except in severe cases, the effects disappear after exposure stops.  Exposure to relatively low levels of 
trichloroethylene in air or water for a long period of time (years) can damage the liver and kidney.  
Effects on the liver and kidney are more severe in people with impaired 
liver or kidney function, such as alcoholics.  Abnormal development of the 
skeleton and other effects have been observed in the offspring of animals 
exposed to trichloroethylene; however, it is not known if similar effects can 
occur in humans.  Skin contact with trichloroethylene can cause rashes.  
Trichloroethylene has been shown to cause cancer in animals, but we do 
not know if it causes cancer in humans.  The International Agency for 
Research on Cancer has determined that trichloroethylene is not 
classifiable as to human carcinogenicity, and the EPA is currently 
reviewing its carcinogenicity. 
 
What Is the Risk?  The EPA has developed toxicity values to estimate 
the risk of getting cancer or other adverse health effects as a result of 
inhaling or ingesting trichloroethylene.  At this time, only provisional or 
withdrawn values are available from the EPA.  The toxicity value for estimating the risk of getting cancer 
is called a slope factor (SF), and the value for the non-cancer effect is called a reference dose (RfD).  An 
SF is an estimate of the chance that a person exposed to the chemical will get cancer from taking in one 
milligram per kilogram of body weight per day (mg/kg-day), for a lifetime.  An RfD is an estimate of the 
highest dose that can be taken in every day without causing an adverse non-cancer effect.  These toxicity 
values have been developed by studying test animals given relatively high doses over their lifetimes, then 
adjusting and normalizing those results to a mg/kg-day basis for humans.   
 
To illustrate how the RfD is applied, a 150-pound (lb) person could safely ingest 0.4 milligrams (mg) 
every day without expecting any adverse effects (2.2 lb = 1 kg, or 1,000 g).  In contrast to the RfD, which 
represents a “safe daily dose” (and so is compared to the amount an individual takes in, as a ratio), the SF 
is multiplied by the amount taken in to 
estimate the cancer risk.  Using these toxicity 
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day for 30 years or more. 
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